Introduction

The curtain rises on a family birthday party not yet
fully assembled, to celebrate the sixtieth*1 birthday of
Amy, Dowager Lady Monchensey, at ^Vishwood, the
family country seat (in the north of England). She had
dominated it for nearly forty years, since her marriage at
the beginning of the present century to the late Lord
Monchensey.

It had been a loveless marriage, entered into for, what,
no doubt, had been considered good, sound, family reasons,
at the time; but it had bred unhappiness and evil.

For a while the young couple lived uneasily together at
Wishwood, cold and lonely, in the reserved, traditional
style of gentlefolk, a style that has generally tended to
subordinate personal happiness to the interests of the
family and its continuance in a hereditary home. For three
years the marriage hung fire; what was happening between
the bride and bridegroom we do not know, but we are
told 'There was no ecstasy' (II. ii. 72). Amy, however, was
a natural matriarch; if, during these three years, husband
and wife were gradually taking stock of each other, she
was no less gradually transferring her feelings of possession
from her husband (who seemed to elude her) to Wishwood
itself, her new home. He, it is suggested, was mildly con-
tinuing to lead a rather withdrawn, sensitive, inward life:

An exceptionally cultivated country squire,
Reading, sketching, playing on the flute,
Something of an oddity to his country neighbours,
But not neglecting public duties.
He hid his strength beneath unusual weakness,
The diffidence of a solitary man.

(II. ii. 65-70)

Where he was weak he recognised his wife's power, and
yielded to it. We may guess that during these uneasy years
Amy was reaching a decision to create anew the dynasty
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